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VOLUME VIII, NUMBER 2 (AUTUMN 2022)

Review of Elina Gertsman, The Absent Image:
Lacunae in Medieval Books. University Park, PA:
Pennsylvania State Press, 2021.
BAILEY SULLIVAN
University of Michigan

In the time of COVID-19, “nothing” seems an apt subject
for investigation. These recent years have forced us to consider its variations: the
absence of things once present, a void that was never anything at all, and, the most
conspicuous absence of all, death. In contrast to our contemporary grapplings with
nothingness, The Absent Image: Lacunae in Medieval Books (2021) is a masterful attempt in
understanding what “nothing”—visual voids, lacunae, empty spaces—meant for the
medieval viewer. Gertsman adroitly navigates interdisciplinary realms, negotiating
medieval cosmology, theology, mathematics and visual culture from the thirteenth
century onward. Her insights are field-altering: she refutes the notion put forth by
Michael Camille that late medieval imagery and architecture expresses a horror vacui,
arguing instead to understand empty space in medieval manuscripts as “semiotically
and epistemologically fraught: [as] the space of the imaginary” (3). The Absent Image
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takes as its inspiration the idea of unrepresentability as a site for meaning making.
Absence, Gertsman ultimately argues, is not barren, but generative.
In four parts, an introduction and a short coda, The Absent Image focuses on
several key images with which Gertsman begins each chapter. She initiates her
discussion with folio 5r from the Kaisheim Bible (last quarter of the 13th century). (Fig.
1) Although six of the roundels on this folio are filled with Creation activity, one
medallion, representing the division of light from darkness, is curiously empty. From
this image, or lack thereof, the author builds her guiding questions: how do images
figure into the concept of absence, and how does the concept of absence figure into
images? What meanings were ascribed to parchment left unadorned? And, finally, in
what ways is absence a generative space? Here, Gertsman introduces two central
considerations of the book: the notion of imaginative forces as interpretive modes for
empty images, and the importance of the manuscript medium in the formation of such
imaginative thinking.
Chapter one, “Imaginary Realms,” explores the theological and theoretical
underpinnings of “nothingness” through the medieval doctrine of ex nihilo. Gertsman
traces its history from the 13th century onward, noting the problems that this
cosmological theory posed for scholars at the University of Paris—problems which
emerge when church doctrine confronts Aristotelian natural philosophy. Indeed, in
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Figure 1 Initial I from the Kaisheim Bible. Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Cod. lat.
28169, fol. 5r.
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1210, the provincial synod of Laon forbade the teaching of Aristotle’s works, and by
1231, Pope Gregory IX ordered that Aristotelian works on science and philosophy
should be rid of their heretical errors. Particularly compelling is Gertsman’s observation
that the existence of nihil in intellectual debates coincides directly with an increase of
images of Creation throughout France, Germany, Italy, and England. This discussion
establishes a theoretical foundation for the primary argument of the chapter: emptiness
is conceived as a place where (and from which) anything can happen. It is in these ways
that the concept of “nothingness” is related to the potentialities of the imagination, or
phantasia—a cognitive faculty that allows viewers to visualize something that does not,
or cannot, exist. This chapter is rigorously researched and thoughtfully written, and
Gertsman’s explanations of the complex philosophies of medieval “nothingness” are
intellectually stirring.
Chapter two, “Phantoms of Emptiness,” further develops the notion of phantasia.
The author shifts her focus from the 13th to the 14th century, from theological debates to
actual empty spaces. Blank parchment and unfilled frames—what Gertsman calls
“unexpected absences”—constitute the subjects of investigation. She argues that the
imagination is best activated in the absence of figuration: the absence of images elicits a
performative (in this case, meditative and imaginative) response from the viewer,
wherein the viewer projects images from her/his mind onto the empty site. Moreover,
supposedly “unrepresentable” images —because either too terrible to show or
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conceptually abstruse, such as death—can only be figured “through figurative lack”
(81). Gertsman thus demonstrates the mutually constitutive relationship of two realms:
the realm of the visible and the realm of the imaginary.
The argument takes a material turn in chapter three, “Traces of Touch.” Focusing
on the erased figure of Christ—images of the savior that visually bear their repeated use
by human subjects—Gertsman explores the perception and theology of the effaced
body. This chapter introduces three distinct concepts relating to erasure that serve as
theoretical frameworks: erasure as representing God’s disappearance from the physical
world; performative acts of contemplation that cause images to be erased; and
“apophatic erasure,” which the author defines as “the unavailability and ineffability of
God through means of discursive and visual divesting” (86). The physical erasure of
images further relates to a process of “erasing” the human body in favor of the
imageless soul, a theme commonly seen in devotional texts of the 15th century. The
physical work of the viewer in removing the image is pivotal: the image, rendered no
longer necessary, is digested by the viewer in an act of apophatic devotion, in “a move
toward a God who cannot be understood or portrayed: to God as nothing” (117).
Chapter four, “Penetrating the Parchment,” continues the line of material inquiry
by discussing the “ultimate expression of absence,” holes made through parchment
either accidentally or intentionally. The object at the center of this discussion is the
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Thott Hours, illuminated by Jean Poyet at the end of the 15th century. The Thott Hours
contains a diamond-shaped hole which permeates through the center of several folios

Figure 2 Jean Poyet, Saint John the Evangelist (on left), painted on fol. 6v (viewed through
fol. 13v) and Virgin and Child (fol. 14r). France, c. 1490–1500. Copenhagen, Kongelige
Bibliothekm Thott 541 4°.
and reveals an image of John the Evangelist (on folio 6v) and an image of the Virgin and
Child (on folio 14r). Gertsman hypothesizes that such material absences have a threefold function: as bridges to unify the textual whole; as liminal spaces designed to allow
the reader to enter the book, both physically and imaginatively; and “as spaces of
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semiotic nothingness, pregnant with expectation and possibilities” (122). Again,
Gertsman invokes the force of phantasia in making meaning of emptiness, but
ingeniously ties it to the materiality of the book. She poses the following question: what
are the possible significations of a hole torn in flesh? Ranging from mouths and vulvas
to Christ’s side wound, the potentialities here are many. Nevertheless, Gertsman
concludes that the reader’s penetrating gaze in the Thott Hours enacts the parchment’s
wounding, allowing the viewer to not just gaze upon, but see through, the parchment.
The Absent Image ends with a coda, which catapults the reader through early
modernity and into the 20th century. While her study is not theoretically grounded in
modern and contemporary modes of art-making (unlike, for example, Amy Powell’s
Depositions: Scenes from the Late Medieval Church and Early Modern Museum, 2012),
Gertsman finds that medieval and modern artists alike shared certain conceptions and
questions about nothingness: “nothing’s” potential to describe the indescribable and
activate the viewer in meaning-making. Indeed, the reader of The Absent Image will find
no absence of fascinating insights, profound visual descriptions, thought-provoking
questions, and compelling answers.
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